CHAPTER IV
THE VOYAGE OF   1497
-^HE nature of the evidence renders it impossible to give an unqualified narrative of John Cabot's expeditions. So many of the
.. facts rest upon testimony that is ambiguous or otherwise liable to challenge, and so many more are not explicitly avouched but rest upon deduction from other facts, that the narrative can be established only step by step and in combination with documentary criticism. Moreover, there are certain points which are reasonably probable but not fully proved. They are worth considering, both for completeness and as aids to future research; for it is always possible that some fresh material may come to light whose value might pass unrecognized if its finder were not aware of a theory to be confirmed or overthrown. In constructing this mosaic of criticism, fact, warrantable inference, and mere suggestion it is necessary to be on one's guard against confusion of thought. I am endeavouring to base inference only on facts and not to evolve pseudo-fact from assumptions. But the path is perilous and stumbling probable, and I ask the reader to follow me with vigilance. This method of dialectic and challenge is the only means of elucidating the great story of the European discoveries across the oceans. It has already accomplished much, as one may see by comparing the established knowledge of to-day with that of fifty years ago. It has still much to accomplish.
The story of the voyage of 1497 rests upon three primary statements, two of which are detailed reports by contemporary observers, and upon a number of minor testimonies, some unquestionably authentic and others not, which contribute additions to the main account. The texts are printed in tiis volume and should be independently read and weighed.
In a Bristol chronicle known as the Fust MS,1 there occurred a brief but important statement. It recorded that in the civic year 1496-7 (Sept. i5-Sept. 14) the merchants of Bristol found the land of America on St John the Baptist's day (June 24); and that they sailed in the ship Matthew from Bristol on May 2, and returned to that port on August 6. Here is the only authority for the name of the ship and for the exact dates of the voyage, May 2-August 6, 1497. This Chronicle, which recorded national events and the local affairs of Bristol, extended from 1217 "untill the present yeere 1565". It was written by one Maurice Toby at the latter date, and came afterwards into the possession of Sir Francis i No. 17, Maurice Toby's account of the 1497 voyage.